Whitaker !1
Dane Whitaker
Prof. Brandie Siegfried
English 382
19 December 2018
“To Die Upon a Kiss”: Spirit-Body Gender Duality in Two Shakespeare Plays
William Shakespeare has attained a god-like status for his ongoing contribution to the
literary ethos of contemporary global society. While he has come to represent the establishment,
the famous playwright does not merely conform to the standards of his society; he complicates
and troubles them. Scholars seeking to reconstruct the English Renaissance culture which
informed Shakespeare’s work have recognized his nuanced understanding of gender, especially
in Othello. Othello represents the intersection between cultural forces of sexuality, spirituality,
and blackness.
Stephen Greenblatt proposes a theory of narrative self-fashioning whereby the central
characters of the play create their identities. He describes empathy as the capacity to inhabit the
psychic space of another, which does not itself indicate moral excellence. Villainous Iago’s acute
empathy for other characters allows him to colonize their psychological landscapes, manipulate
them like puppets, inhabit their bodies like a soul, and uncreate them. Iago’s method consists of
the “displacement” of “inferior” native belief and subsequent “absorption” into a “superior”
colonial ideology (230). Othello is a ripe target for overthrow because of his divided role as
racial outsider and revered figure of authority. Amplifying Greenblatt’s limited treatment of the
sexual, Karen Newman argues that Othello and his wife Desdemona represent the conflation of
femininity, blackness, and monstrosity—all otherizing concepts. The Moor gains power by
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rehearsing and performing the very ethnic origins which threaten his social standing and
sexuality, yet this power collapses inside Othello’s intolerant society.
Phyllis Rackin contextualizes Shakespeare’s drama in the sexual ideology of Elizabethan
English culture. According to her reading of Renaissance ideology, men were feminized by their
desire for women, and sex was a potential contaminant of masculinity. Christian ontology, in
agreement with Aristotelian metaphysics, insisted on “gendered opposition between masculine
spirit and feminine flesh” (76). Both Newman and Rackin emphasize the confluence of
femininity and foreignness. Although religious themes emerge in these analyses, none of the
scholars foregrounds the soul-body dynamic in their discussion of English Renaissance sexuality,
nor considers the larger evolution of Shakespeare’s dramatization of gender embodied and
ensouled—from Jewishness in The Merchant of Venice to blackness in Othello. Shylock the Jew
prefigures the more refined, central character of Othello the Moor. The tragedies of these two
aliens demonstrate the life-threatening instability of spirit-body gender duality. Both characters
are destroyed, Shylock in soul, Othello in soul and body, because they fail to conform to the
masculine-feminine spiritual dichotomy.
Shakespeare created Shylock in the 1590s and Othello between 1601-03. In his ostracized
status, Shylock seems to be a proto-Othello: the peripheral Jew of Venice reincarnate as the
eponymous Moor of Venice. The habitual cruelty of the first grows to heroic proportions in the
second. Embedded in a larger religious and social context, their relationship is further clarified.
From the Renaissance Christian perspective, Judaism is the loathly mother whose effeminate
flesh formed the vessel to house the godly spirit of Christianity. Like Othello in his free
adulthood, Renaissance Christians were still grappling with their supposed dark, devilish origin,
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many generations after the first Christian community began to differentiate itself from Jewish
society and culture. A more pressing recursion of the problem was the heated religious conflict of
Elizabeth I’s reign: seeking independence, Anglican Protestantism demonized its institutional
Catholic roots. Christopher Muriel’s Answer to the Catholics’ Supplication refuted the plea for
favor and denounced “the Luciferian popes” through history which “did domineer and tyrannize”
kingdoms and martyr the true, Protestant Christians (qtd. in McDonald 344). This language
highlights a form of oppressive, colonial power that subjects spirits by tormenting bodies.
Shylock and his more developed counterpart Othello both dramatize the struggle to escape the
colonial, spiritual parentage of England’s religious past.
In his final speech, Othello compares himself to “the base Judean, [who] threw a pearl
away / Richer than all his tribe” (5.2.340-41). His perjorative use of “Judean” foregrounds the
alien spiritual identity, considered “base” or earthly and vile. Meanwhile “pearl,” which appears
to refer to Desdemona, emphasizes the unthinking material body which she has become. The
Quarto edition of the play replaces “Judean” with “Indian.” Both terms preserve the notion of
otherization, but the latter shifts the discourse towards a more explicit colonial domain,
eliminating the biblical overtone and possible allusion to Merchant. Their near-equivalence
demonstrates the link between foreign relations new and ancient—Shakespeare conceived of
both communities as apt analogues for Othello’s alienation. While “Indian” connotes the spiritual
colonization of Othello, “Judean” must be the more appropriate variant because it implicates
Shylock, the dramatic ancestor of Othello. When Othello first appeared onstage, “the slave trade
had been desultory in England and the status of blacks [was] liminal rather than fixed” (Newman
89); hence the protagonist’s race and ethnicity were only background to Shakespeare’s heroic-
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tragic portrayal. The colonial themes find their fullest expression in the sexuality of the
characters’ spirits and bodies.
Shakespeare lived in an era of European exploration and colonization, which influenced
the ideologies of gender and ontology. The Americas offered potential Christian converts,
territory, and resources to exploit, especially with the rapid depopulation of the indigenous
peoples. Abroad in the world, Europeans exercised skills of subjugation honed over centuries at
home “to insinuate themselves into the preexisting political, religious, even psychic structures of
the natives and to turn those structures to their advantage” (Greenblatt 227). The Spanish, for
example, identified themselves with the authority figures of Caribbean, Aztec, and Maya
spiritual narratives in order to shepherd the natives into gold mines and other colonial projects.
Greenblatt compares this process of infiltration with Iago’s insidious deconstruction of Othello,
neglecting only to show that the human body also preexisted all political and religious discourses
calculated to define and control it. Colonial power abroad was an extension of the domestic
control of the body, especially in the gendered hierarchy of male over female. Through
Renaissance ideology, the soul operated as the institutional conqueror of the body. Like “virgin”
landscapes awaiting the planting of a colonial standard, bodies were codified as feminine
placeholders for masculine souls to possess. The more dominant the soul or body, the more fully
it gendered the individual’s existence.
Elizabethan acts of performance entailed cross-dressing, a further dimension of gender
tension. Both clothes and speech might constitute different means of cross-dressing, however. As
women were banned from the stage, boys played their representations, provoking religious
outrage. A favorite Puritan attack on theatre was the “over-costly effeminate…lust-exciting
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apparell,” making plays “questionlesse unseemely, yea unlawfull unto Christians” (McDonald
112). The specific charge of effeminacy does not merely identify the style of dress, but also the
association with lust, body, and weakness. If truly a violation of God’s law, transvestism
jeopardized viewers’ spiritual life. Feminine clothing made the boy actors foreign to their natural
identity and poisoned the spirituality of those who watched. Contemporary critics of the practice
seemed to believe that the external, visual performance of an “inferior” identity, a second body,
contaminated the “superior” soul within. The external ambivalence of the hermaphrodite became
the internal ambivalence of the androgyne.
Women, including the notable example of Shakespeare’s queen, also “clothed”
themselves in the masculine manner of discourse. Elizabeth I maintained a careful balance of
power by often naming herself King, Prince, and Head. Further, she resorted to patriarchal
rhetoric grounded in the microcosm of the body. In rallying the people to repel the Spanish
invasion, she told them—through the mouth of a young man—“I have the body but of a weak
and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a King” (McDonald 328). In her rhetoric,
the body, or at least its exterior, serves as apparel over the soul within. By claiming a womanly
body populated with male vitals, Elizabeth both circumvents and reformulates the soul-body
dynamic. Her metaphor distinguishes general physiognomy from inner qualities represented by
the heart and stomach, without any reference to the spirit as such. Royal manliness permitted the
queen to claim an exception to the widespread understanding of gender, and even challenge the
tradition of the body’s inherent femininity. Following this pattern, Shakespeare clothed his
women in discursive dress—for example, Desdemona adopts a warlike rhetoric in act 1 to seek
approval to accompany her husband to the front lines, a dramatic moment counterposed to the
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circumstances of her death, when Othello overrides weak protests and smothers her organ of
speech and breath in a symbolic suppression of the vitality and voice of womanhood.
Shakespeare’s characters endow concrete material objects with the abstract essences of
their gender identity. Hear Shylock bewail the loss of a ring received “of Leah when [he] was a
bachelor” (Merchant 3.1.101), pawned off by Jessica. Leah was the first wife of Jacob, biblical
progenitor of Judah and his brother tribes. Thus she is the ancestral, mythic mother of Shylock.
In naming her, he collapses many generations, suggesting that, as if by magical power, he is her
direct offspring. The ring signifies this relationship as well as Shylock’s former marriage, which
reenacts the spiritual and physical origin of his people. In her enterprise to escape her genealogy,
Jessica seems to recognize the destructive and humiliating power of exchanging this ring for a
monkey, an animal almost human, yet unmistakably and biologically other. Her exchange
literalizes social prejudice. Trivialized and discarded, the ring’s fate foreshadows the ruin of
Shylock’s religious identity and heritage in act 4. In the Bible, Jacob earns Leah through seven
years’ labor, and she herself becomes simply part of the price for Rachel, Jacob’s true desire.
This erasure of Leah’s agency, personhood, and intrinsic worth devolves onto Shylock by the
decision of the court to force his Christian conversion.
In parallel, Desdemona’s handkerchief represents, even embodies, Othello’s original ties
to the feminine. It is a sign of loving and faithful union, given to him by his mother, endowed
with sorcerous powers, and in kind “a trifle, a feminine toy” (Newman 92). The latter
designations by Newman are intentionally ironic, especially as Othello’s soul—vulnerable,
intimate, sexual—is displaced onto the handkerchief with Iago’s careful guidance. Othello has
died from the moment he invests the handkerchief with his spiritual and sexual identity, allowing
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his spirit to pass from his body, divesting him of self-possession and the clear faculties to reason
and discern truth. Though small and light of substance, handkerchiefs represented wealth and
status in the cultural milieu of Othello, and in “cinquecento Venice, possession of a lady’s
handkerchief was considered proof of adultery” (Newman 90)—a fact which makes Othello a
more sympathetic judge than he may appear to a modern audience. Regardless, both Shylock’s
ring and Othello’s handkerchief are unstable signifiers of sexual security.
Sexual relationships threaten the religious dimension of identity in both Merchant and
Othello. Shylock the Jew loses his daughter Jessica to a Christian husband. Her salvation,
according to one witty character, rests on the “bastard hope…that [she is] not the Jew’s
daughter” (Merchant 3.5.6,10), though she conversely relies on marriage to sever her from her
heritage. This reference to bastardization recalls Rackin’s observation that, for Shakespeare’s
society, sexual intercourse sometimes produced the monstrous hermaphrodite. As bastard comes
from unlawful union between insider and interloper, so does Jessica escape from a household of
one faith by wedding into another. Her pursuit of Christian salvation leads her father to pronunce
her “damned for it” (3.1.27). Because of their mutual exclusion, when Jewish and Christian
worldviews converge in one individual, salvation engenders damnation and vice versa. Shylock’s
next woeful exclamation evokes the alien feminine quality of the body: “My own flesh and blood
to rebel!” (line 29). For this Jew, equating his daughter with his corporeality is not just a figure of
speech, but a metaphysical truth. It is monstrous that the body should resist subjugation to the
soul, that one’s will does not dominate one’s own flesh and blood. This anomaly creates
profound alienation between the interiority of self and its exterior manifestation.
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Othello too is marked for his exotic, non-Christian background. Until the third scene, he
is always “the Moor,” devoid of his real name, equated with moral darkness. As both Greenblatt
and Newman have noted, the distinguished Moor “at once represents the institution and the alien,
the conqueror and the infidel” (Greenblatt 234), at once the “upholder of a righteous sexual
code…and yet also the sign of a different, unbridled sexuality” (Newman 84). In these
interrelated dimensions of otherness, Othello is a living contradiction. He is, like Jessica, the
bastard of two cultures, except that his marriage attachment only deepens his monstrous
feminization during the course of the play. The sexual act is a site where body may contaminate
soul, and thereby gender. Othello alludes to his “balmy slumbers” (2.3.237) just after
consummation with Desdemona; “balmy” connotes the intermingling and mutual negation of hot
and cold, which are mapped respectively to male and female temperaments in Renaissance
ideology (Rackin 77, 84). Othello’s sensual relationship with his wife reaches its climax just as
Iago initiates his plot to discredit Othello’s lieutenant and wedge jealousy between the Moor and
his wife.
A compelling portent of the disruption between Othello and Desdemona comes in the
first scene of act 2, upon their reunion after Othello’s military victory against the Turks. In his
ecstatic greeting, Othello masculinizes his wife with the epithet “my fair warrior” (174). Having
named her thus, when he is the actual warrior returning from battle, Othello reconfigures the
gender roles in his relationship. He also inverts the gender of his soul, which becomes the
admiring feminine counterpart to the masculinized Desdemona, who is therefore worthy of
desire. The gender inversion becomes explicit a few lines later: “My soul hath her content so
absolute” (183). Othello’s pronoun clearly contradicts the masculine soul posited by Aristotle,
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Saint Jerome, Martin Luther, and others into the Elizabethan period (Rackin 76). Othello has, it
appears, internalized femininity in the most thorough and abiding sense.
Greenblatt rightly ascribes “rich and disturbing pathos” to this passion-charged moment,
in which Othello yearns for “self-dissolution,” both release from and fulfillment of tempestuous
sexual desire that oscillates between heaven and hell (242-43). Death, twice mentioned in this
passage, presses on Othello’s mind. In Shakespeare’s English, “death” referred both to the loss of
life—sundering spirit from body—and to orgasm. This linguistic link creates an important
equivalence between the two concepts which, though highly relevant to Greenblatt’s argument,
remains largely unexplored in his analysis. With physical death evaded and sexual death
imminent, Othello exclaims to Desdemona, “If it were now to die, / ’Twere now to be most
happy” (2.1.181-82). As Greenblatt and others have done, we can reasonably conclude that
Othello means “If I [or we] were now to die,” with both senses of “die” intended. His words
prove prophetic; to have died in this scene would have precluded the inversion of his ecstasy into
agony over the next three acts. Yet to foreclose further interpretation on this point would ignore
the provocative ambiguity of “it.” Context provides several possible antecedents, unified by a
spiritual thread. Othello begins with “my soul’s joy” (176) before imagining “the laboring bark
[ship]” (179) travelling nigh to heaven and hell over a rough sea. The bark represents the soul on
its archetypal voyage of life, destined for one of the two postmortal realms. The soul of Othello,
then, is the entity which were now most happy if dead—but its death will bring only sorrow.
Tragedy colors the dramatic exit for both Shylock and Othello. At trial, Shylock is
rescued from physical death by Christian mercy, and yet this triumph for the dominant culture
demands the death of Shylock’s spiritual identity. Shylock equates the court’s judgment with his
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demise: “you take my life / When you do take the means whereby I live” (4.1.374-75). “Means”
seems to reference Shylock’s current wealth, which has just been confiscated—and yet he
appears to foresee the next demand, his baptism. As a new Christian under close surveillance,
Shylock would be forced to learn a new profession, because moneylending was not respectable
for Christians. He dies in acculturation. By choosing to preserve feminine flesh rather than
masculine spirit, the Jew loses his most fundamental manliness. Recognizing this loss requires a
reversal of perspective which would be more difficult to achieve in Shakespeare’s day. Indeed,
Christianization complicates the issue, because “foreign worlds are typically characterized as
feminine” (Rackin 80). Shylock’s Jewishness supposedly feminized him, so his conversion
would restore a balance of gendered parts to his body-spirit unit. However, the extremity of
punishment undermines this apparent rescue. Wealth, daughter, and religion, Shylock’s most
prized possessions, are all deprived him. A forced conversion leaves his spiritual gender unstable.
Because Shylock is not the developed protagonist, his tragic end does not spoil the play’s
comedic genre.
Conversely, because Othello is the eponymous hero of his story, the ending fulfills the
play’s titular tragedy. His final words to Desdemona’s corpse also reveal gender instability: “I
kissed thee ere I killed thee. No way but this: / Killing myself, to die upon a kiss” (5.2.351-52).
Here “die” denotes loss of life, the separation of spirit from body, but dying also denotes sexual
orgasm. Othello kills himself by stabbing, the Classically heroic, masculine method of suicide.
However, he subverts gender even in this, for the dagger’s penetration resembles sexual
intercourse, by which standard Othello equates to the female figure being penetrated. As
Othello’s spirit leaves him, he becomes the inert feminine half, the body. The Renaissance
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dangers of orgasm have already been highlighted. This final moment represents the ultimate
surrender of life and identity, made clearer by the actors’ blocking. Othello dies upon Desdemona
in bed, having breathed his last in kissing her. Their corpses are arranged for sex.
Sexuality and spirituality have evolved in the centuries since Shakespeare’s career, yet his
exploration of identity remains relevant in our age, inside and outside Western culture. His
stories have been popularized across every inhabited continent of the world, in towns and regions
far removed from the small island where the playwright choreographed performances of gender
and spiritual identity. As Rackin points out, “Discourse is polyphonic, expressing the myriad
distinctions of class, geography, and gender” (73). The proliferation of spiritual and even
aspiritual beliefs complicate the spirit-body dynamic in modern society, but self management
must still accept and resist the colonizing pressures of society. Soul and body can be reframed as
mind vs body, or ideological system vs individual, or emotion and intuition vs rationality.
Narratives form identities, and Shakespeare has become one of the most foundational and
pervasive sources of narrative for our present society in the world at large. Othello and Shylock
endured tragedy so that their audience avoid the same fate.
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